
 

 

In this lesson, we will explore the basics of leading a group of people in singing.  We will focus 
primarily on leading congregation singing, but many of the techniques are applicable to leading choirs. 

We will not cover song selection in this lesson but will of focus on what to do when leading a song. 

NOTE – the directions for hand movements are displayed for a right-handed person. 

 

To properly conduct a song, you must first know which pattern to use when leading it.  This is done 
by examining the time signature in the music.  It is composed of two numbers, one above the other.  
It is located on both the treble and bass clefs. 

 

The top number is the number of beats per measure.  In simple time signatures, this will be a 2, 3, or 
4.  In compound time signatures, this will be a 6, 8, 9, or 12.  There are also irregular time signatures 
that may have a 5 or 7, but there are practically unknown in the world of sacred music. 

The bottom number is which note value represents one beat.  A 2 represents a half note, a 4 represents 
a quarter note, and an 8 represents a sixteenth note.  A shortcut to remember this is to think of it as a 
fraction.  So, if the bottom number is a 2, think of ½ and a half note.  If the bottom number is a 4, 
think of ¼ and a quarter note.  If the bottom number is an 8, think of 1/8 and an eighth note. 
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In some cases, instead of numbers you may find a large C or a large cent sign: 

 This symbol is a shorthand way of writing , also known as common time. 

 This symbol is a shorthand way of writing , also known as cut time. 

 

In very rare cases, the time signature may change during the song.  One example is “Christ Receiveth 

Sinful Men” where the verses are in  time but the chorus is in . 

 

Congregational music is usually written with very straightforward timing so that all singers can join in 
regardless of musical training or experience.  You will find that many songs in the hymnal are written 
in simple time. 

For  or  time, we only have two beats per measure. These are the simplest songs to lead.  The 
down beat (or first beat of the measure) is signaled by dropping the hand down and the second beat 
by raising the hand up.  There are two forms for this, but I would recommend the second as it simply 
looks better. 
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For  time, we have three beats per measure.  The down beat is signaled by dropping the hand down, 
the second beat by moving the hand outward, and the third beat by raising the hand up and inward. 

 

 

For  time, we have four beats per measure.  The down beat is signaled by moving the hand 
down, the second beast by moving the hand inward, the third beat by moving the hand outward, 
and the fourth beat by raising the hand up and center. 

 

I am convinced that if you can master these three patterns that you can be an effective song leader. 
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Compound time is when smaller note values (such as a sixteenth note) are combined to form one 
beat.   

For example, let’s look at the “Blessed Assurance” below.  It is in  time, so technically nine beats 
per measure with eighth notes being one beat.  However, we can “simplify” the conducting pattern 
by examining the music. 

Note in the first full measure we have two dotted quarter notes followed by three eighth notes.  This 
is telling us that we can “combine” three eighth notes into one beat or movement in conducting.  

Therefore, we can conduct this song using a  pattern. 

 

 

Here is a quick “cheat sheet” that can help guide you to an easier pattern to use when you encounter 
compound time: 

Compound Time Simple Time Pattern 
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If you are adventurous, here is the timing for  time.  There are some songs that are very slow in this 
time that you might want to try this conducting pattern with.  However, I would recommend using 
one the of the simpler patterns if possible. 

 

And here are the patterns for 9 and 12 beats per measure if you are insane enough to do them. 
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The size of the pattern you make is typically proportional to the size of the group you are leading.  
There is little sense in using your entire arm length when leading an ensemble.  The same goes for 
moving your hand a few inches or so when leading an auditorium with a thousand people in it.  This 
can also be affected by the mood of the song.   

Some songs do not begin on the first beat of a measure.  They “borrow” a beat from the final measure 
of the song and place it at the beginning.  Instead of beginning with a down beat or downward motion, 
you will instead begin with an upward motion.  In the example of “Stand Up, Stand Up for Jesus, it 
will look like:  

 

 

When holding out a note, such as when you come across  (a fermata, a.k.a. a “bird’s eye”), you 
indicate to hold the note by stopping the timing pattern and holding your hand upward and the side 
with the palm up. 

To end a song or to cut off the held note of a fermata, you signal by making a “backwards C” motion 

with the hand, then moving outward with a closed hand (sort of like a pinching motion).1 

You can indicate the verse number by holding up the required number of fingers on your non-leading 
hand.  Honestly, it is probably easier just to drop out a little early on the last note and say it. 

 

Always make sure that you give the congregation, choir, and accompanists time to pick up their hymn 
books, turn to the page, and a moment for them to see the song before you begin singing the first 
note. 

 
1 This is how I learned to do it, but I’ve also seen a small “slash” to “cut off” the last note.  I’m not sure what the proper 
way is and most reference materials on conducting I have seen seem to leave this out.  
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Make sure and speak clearly and give the name and number multiple times.  The rule of thumb is to 
announce the hymn number three times. 

Announce the verse numbers that are going to be sung before beginning the song.  Don’t leave people 
guessing which ones to sing. 

 

Be able to determine the time signature of a song. 

Be able to draw and conduct in the patterns for 2, 3, and 4 beats. 

Be able to determine the “simple” pattern that can be used in compound time. 

Announce the hymn number THREE TIMES. 


